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Danes Worldwide Archives Contains
Treasures of Immigrant Life
By Marion Marzolf

Holger Bladt at the Archives

A typical four-room apartment in an average Danish neighborhood in Aalborg, Denmark, houses an extraordinary
treasure for those interested in their Danish roots . It looks like
an ordinary apartment from the outisde, but once the door is
opened by Curator Inger Bladt, it is clear that housed here are
the living memories of many of the 300,000 Danes who left
their homeland in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to
seek work, land, fortune and fate in foreign countries, mainly
the U .S.
Udvandrerarkivet, the Danes Worldwide Archives, was
formed in 1931 by Danish-Americans who wished to commemorate their Old World heritage and the New World
experiences for future generations of families and scholars.
Here they deposited family letters and pictures of their
homes, families, farms and places of business. Here are their
diaries and literary works, organizational and business
records, and the papers of literary, religious and immigrant
leaders.
Danes in America at the turn of the century formed
several organizations. One of them was the Danish-American
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Association of Chicago, organized in 1905 in an attempt to
promote understanding between Denmark and America in
commerce, science and the arts. The group planned a reunion
in Denmark which was to follow a commercial and industrial
exposition at Aarhus in 1909. On July 4 of that year about
1,200 Americans of Danish birth arrived in Aarhus to join with
an even larger group of Danes, headed by Crown Prince
Christian and Crown Pricesss Alexandrine. Dr. Max Henius, a
biochemist and a leader of the Danish-Americans in Chicago,
brought greetings from President William Howard Taft.
The reunion was so successful that Dr. Henius proposed
making it a regular event. By 1911 the Danish-Americans had
raised enough money to purchase 200 acres at Rebild, 19
miles south of Aalborg. In 1912 the Rebild Committee was
formed and the Rebild National Park was dedicated in 1919.
King Christian X accepted the park land from the Americans
on behalf of the Danish nation . A log cabin was built on the
site as a memorial to the many thousands who had emigrated
from Denmark. America's Independence Day has been
celebrated at the park annually since 1919 (except during
World War 11 when Denmark was occupied) . There, thousands
of Danes, Americans and Danish-Americans attend programs
of speechmaking, singing and picnicking on the hillsides of
the natural ampitheatre.
The success of the Rebild festivities and other efforts to
build Danish-American contacts, plus an increasing interest in
immigrant contributions to American history and culture,
made Danish-Americans of the early 20th century aware of
the value of packets of letters, personal papers and other
memorabilia of immigrant life resting in their attics or closets.
As the old generation immigrants died and fewer in the
families spoke Danish or kept contact with relatives in
Denmark, the family records and papers frequently had been
tossed out or lost.
Dr. Henius and the Rebild National Park Board members
decided it was time to collect the materials still available
from immigrants in American cities and farmlands and
preserve them . In 1931 they formed the Dan-America Archives
and encouraged Danes in America and their Danish families
to place their documents in the Archives for safekeeping. The
response was enthusiastic, and soon the Archives was given
its present name, Danes Worldwide Archives, and expanded
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to also include materials from emigrant Danes who settled in
countries other than the U.S.
The Archives was first housed in a handsome Dutch
Renaissance style villa called " Sohngaardsholm," built by
Isidor Henius at Aalborg, once the home of Max Henius. The
villa was given by the city of Aalborg to the Archives. Contributions from the city and from businesses and individuals in
Denmark and America made possible the modernization and
conversion of the building into a library, reading rooms and
archives storage. Rooms for the professional Danish-American
archivist, Svend Wcendelin of Chicago, and for visiting
scholars were provided . Wcendelin had the awesome task of
sorting and arranging the boxes of materials that ·arrived in
Aalborg and establishing the cataloging system for the rapidly
growing collection .
Four years after its opening, the Archives housed some
6,000 books, pamphlets and brochures, 220 boxes of
manuscript and picture materials, 20 runs of Danish
immigrant newspapers and magazines and a card catalogue of
4,400 cards. Dr. Henius donated his rare book collection, and
others willed their private libraries containing books on
Denmark, emigrant and immigrant life, literature and poetry,
including the recent collections from pastor M . F. Blichfeldt,
Evald Kristensen and F. L. Grundtvig, among others. The
Archives today has more than doubled its collection. There
are literally thousands of names in the card catalog, and
families frequently are able to locate names and dates of
family members in the large collection of clippings and
obituary notices.
The bulk of the unpublished manuscript collection at the
Archives is from the United States - from Danish pioneers in
the North American prairie states, or in Utah, New England
and the West Coast. There is also material on Danes in
Australia, New Zealand, Argentina and the Virgin Islands.
There are letters from Louis Pio and Paul Geleff, founders of
Denmark's Socialist Party, and from journalist-author Jacob
Riis, author Anton Kvist and immigrant editors Sophus F.
Neble and Emil Opffer, to mention just a few. There are
letters and papers from the Danish Lutheran church
organizations and folk high schools and pastors in America,
including substantial material from church leaders F. L.
Grundtvig and Rasmus Andersen . Some of the papers of

17

Professor P.S. Vig, the historian who wrote the large study,
Danske i Amerika, are there. (Many of Vig's papers are at the
Nebraska Historical Society.)
In the late 1930's, visitors and scholars still made active
use of the archives materials and donations still flowed in,
despite the declining general interest in immigrant history and
ethnic heritage in the U.S. During World War II the Archives
had to be moved to Copenhagen for safekeeping by
W.endelin . The villa was used by German officers and later
by refugees, and it deteriorated as a result of the hard use
and war damage. The city of Aalborg, lacking funds to repair
the house, provided a new location for the Archives in the
apartment at 2 Konvalvej. The city paid rent and utilities as a
part of its responsibility for the collection . The first archivist
died in 1956 and editor Tygge Lassen became archivist from
1956 to 1964. The city continued its small but important
financial support. Holger Bladt, a former Danish businessman
who had worked and lived in the U.S. but had resettled in
Aalborg, became the archivist in 1965. Several local leaders,
including former Aalborg Mayor Jens Jensen, who served on
the board of directors and Bishop Erik Jensen, who was its
chairman until his death in 1975, have taken a keen interest
in the Archives and its survival.
Several large and important collections had not been
catalogued when the Archives had been placed in storage
during the war. With the limited funding provided since that
time it has not been possible to catalogue them. Among the
uncatalogued papers are materials from the Jacob A. Riis
League, an American patriotic organization formed during
World War I (19 boxes); "Slesvig Tilbage Til Denmark"
(several boxes); Danish-American Association of Chicago (6
boxes); plus several boxes from the Danish Brotherhood in
America, the Dania Society, Harmonien Song Society and
Dansk National Fest in Chicago.
Bladt, who also worked with the Danish Rebild Fest Committee in Denmark, continued to add to the Archives and to
the catalogue. His wife, Inger, helped with cataloging and
other archiving tasks. It was the Bladts who so carefully
preserved and protected the Archives when much of the
interest in this priceless and irreplaceable heritage had
declined. And it was the Bladts who were there to answer
hundreds of letters over the years from Danish immigrants'
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descendants, as well as those from writers, historians and
other scholars. It was the Bladts who greeted the several distinguished celebrities or Danish-American community leaders
who stopped in. And it was the Bladts who welcomed the
occasional scholars who began to revitalize the study of
·migration in the 1960's and 1970's.
Holger Bladt made countless appearances before local,
provincial and national Danish officials to stress the scholarly
and cultural importance of the Archives and to point out its
dire financial condition. He stretched the small budget to
keep things operating. He made trips to collect materials and
to make friends for the collection. "I'm not an archivist or a
librarian," Bladt would tell scholars who came to work at the
Archives, "but I know what is here and will do all I can to
help you find what you need for your research ." And he
would poke his head into the study room after some time to
announce : "Now, you must rest a while and have some coffee
and Weinerbr¢d." Then the scholar would sit at the old round
table, "Det Runde Bord," that had stood in Wilken's Wine
Cellar in Chicago where a regular circle of Danes met for
daily beer or a glass of wine 'round the turn of the century.
Bladt kept visitors, scholars and friends of the Archives
informed and interested through regular newsletters in which
he gave financial reports, listed new acquisitions and visitors,
reported on his travels, mentioned new books of interest and
marked the passing of famous Danish-American pioneers.
Bladt also organized an immigrant exhibition in Aalborg to
coincide with the 1971 Rebild Fest. Bladt worked with the
board of directors for the Archives, which usually included
the city mayor, scholars and librarians and leading citizens.
In the 1960's other Scandinavian countries began to
establish their own Emigrant Archives and sent their
specialists to confer with Bladt. Among them was Ulf
Beijbom, who became director of Utvandrarnas Hus in Vaxjo,
Smaland, which opened in 1967. During these years, while
scholars· were making increased use of the archival materials,
the Danish authorities were debating the status and future of
the collection . And the future was uncertain,' •
Researchers from Denmark and from America founcf their
way to the Aalborg collection and several have since
published books and articles based on their research . Among
others, these include work on Danish emigration by Dr.
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Kristian Hvidt and pastor Enok Mortensen, as well as Professor
George Nielsen's current research on Danish-American history
for Twayne Press. Dr. Dorothy Skardal ahd Dr. Donald
Watkins have used the collections for immigrant literature
research and Dr. Frederick Hale and Philip Friedman have
looked at the immigrants' "America letters." This author has
used the archives for research on the Danish immigrant press
history. Student research groups from the Aalborg University
Center on cultural history and the University of Copenhagen's
emigrant study group at the Institute of Economic History
have recently made use of the collections.
Just after the Bicentennial year July 4th celebration at
Rebild, Mr. Bladt was stricken and died. Mrs. Bladt has since
carried on as curator. With the support of the board of
directors, including the present city mayor, Marius Andersen,
and board chairman, Egil Hastrup, a Provinsbanken director
who has vigorously sought and received two donations of
50,000 kroner, the interest in the Archives has been rekindled .
A Danish student researcher has been funded to prepare a
" registrant" of the Archives' unprinted holdings.
There have been suggestions to move the Archives,
perhaps to incorporate it with another library, but the board
of directors believes that the Archives should preserve its
separate identity as an independent institution and · they are
working for that. The future is still uncertain, but the
Archives' circle of friends and patrons has grown steadily
during the last decade. And a new group in the U.S., the
Danish American Heritage Society, which publishes a newsletter and this journal, indicates a renewed interest in Danish
heritage among Danish-Americans. A Danish immigrant
archival listing project is underway, sponsored by DAHS and
Grand View College and directed by Thorvald Hansen. In
Denmark, city and private donations have increased to
provide much needed support, immigration and emigration
study groups at the Universities are active, and the Danish
institutions of higher education have expressed their keen
concern about the Archives and their desire to make certain
that it is housed in a suitable location . Mrs. Bladt believes
that it is likely that there will be a move to a larger and more
suitable location before much longer.
Coincidentally, this increased interest in ethnic roots and
emigration-immigration research in Denmark and America,
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comes just' at the time when the Danish Worldwide Archives
is nearing its golden anniversary in 1981. Perhaps a golden
anniversary celebration and fund drive, as well as new
quarters, are not too much to hope for. This much is certain,
this priceless heritage for Denmark and for Danish emigrants
worldwide is on a better footing than it has been for many
years.

Note: Inger Bladt reminds us that two Individuals have been most helpful in
arranging community support for the Archives, and they are Jens Jensen and
Marius Andersen.
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